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460 Years of Silk in Oaxaca, Mexico
Leslie Grace
2068 23rd Ave East
Seattle WA 98112
Lesliegrac@aol.com
To determine the history of “indigenous silk” culture in Mexico one needs to follow the
path of the yellow cocoon.1 We follow the early intense development of silk in the 1500s
by the conquistadores in Central Mexico to the continued but far more limited production
in two areas of the state of Oaxaca more than 400 years later, to as recently as 2003. One
of these areas still producing silk is the Mixtec speaking area of the Mixteca Alta, a
rugged mountainous area north west of Oaxaca City. The other area is the Zapotec
speaking Villa Alta District of the Sierra Juarez where several towns still produce silk
thread.2
Following the Conquest of Mexico and the looting of available gold and silver the
Spanish authorities needed new sources of revenue as well as way to settle the restless
Spanish soldiers. Mexico was four times the land mass of Spain with an initial native
population numbering approximately ten million. In addition New Spain had a native
mulberry tree which came to be called the “morera criolla.” Other than eggs, mulberry
trees, baskets, iron fittings, and manpower very few other resources were needed to create
an industry. The final conquest was in 1521; by 1523 the first Bombyx mori eggs arrived
from Spain.
A fledgling silk culture began. During the ensuing 20 years there was a great deal of
experimentation with mulberry seedlings and the production of silk thread. In
preparation, large plantations of the mulberry tree were planted and nurtured to produce
the only food source for the voracious caterpillars.3 Skilled cultivators from Spain were
enlisted to teach the native workers the techniques of successful sericulture. By 1540
these efforts began to yield success.
Initially the raising of silk extended south from the state of Michoacan to the Mayan
area of Yucatan.4 As adjustments were made to the appropriateness of the soil, the
climate, and the work force, silk raising as an industry became heavily concentrated in
the Mixtec speaking area of Oaxaca State and with less concentration in the Zapotec
speaking towns of the Villa Alta District. Beginning in the 1540s, the Dominican Friars
were establishing missions in this area of Mexico and also actively teaching the native
population sericulture. An early observer wrote that in the well-watered valley of
1

The term “indigenous silk” is used for purposes of this paper only. “Indigenous silk” refers to the silk
that has been raised and processed in Mexico since the early 1500s.
2
“Oaxaca for a time was a major center of silk production in the New World, and still has a small local
village production around Yalalag and Betaza in the Sierra.” Beals, Ralph L. The Peasant Marketing
System of Oaxaca. 1976:36.
3
“En 1538 se solicito al Virrey Antonio de Mendoza el permiso de introducer la cría de la gusano de
seda en Sta. Caterina Tejupan, utilizando las moreras nativas de la region y la mano obra indigena.
Hammacher, Susanna. Tintuvá, 1998: 1.
4
Borah, Woodrow. Silk Raising in Colonial Mexico. Map. 1943:18. (Woodrow Borah with his well
documented work on the Colonial Period is a key source for information for this paper).
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Achiutla in the Mixteca Alta, an important native center, the friars succeeded in planting
over two leagues (approx. 8000 acres) of land with dense plantations of mulberry leaves.
On these plantations the natives raised fine harvests of “such soft, smooth, lustrous
silk that none other in the world could compete with it.”5 Writing about the importance of
silk houses in the Mixteca Alta another observer wrote “…there are many Spaniards who
have seven or eight houses more than two hundred feet long and very wide and very high.
These hold over ten or twelve thousand trays, and when the worm has spun, all the
houses are full of silken cocoon from floor to ceiling, like a forest of roses.”6 Within forty
years, by 1580, the annual recorded silk thread output of the Mixteca was 20,000 pounds.
During this period of thriving silk production in the rural countryside, the Spanish
Crown was organizing weaving guilds in the cities. Both the weaving of silk and the
wearing of silk was limited to the Spanish gentry and to the use by the Catholic Church.
It was on the newly introduced floor looms used in these guilds that silk velvets, taffetas,
and satins were woven for the Spanish colonial population. Initially, in 1542, Mexico
City was given the exclusive franchise to weave silk. By 1543 it was recorded that there
were more than 40 looms in Mexico City weaving velvets. Seeing the financial gain from
this industry, the cities of Puebla in 1547 and Oaxaca in 1552 requested and were granted
exclusive mandates to weave these costly new silk fabrics. While there was some export
of silk to Guatemala and Peru, the bulk of the silk was used in Mexico.
Despite this early success, by the 1590s silk production in Mexico was a failing
industry. While there were a number of reasons for this decline two primary reasons were
the decimation of the native work force by at least six plagues of newly introduced
diseases that ravaged Mexico’s native population during this period and the direct
importation of Asian silks. This second key reason, and the one we hear the most about,
followed the opening of sea trade from the Far East by the Manila galleons. This trade
started in 1573 and by 1579 the introduction of Chinese damasks, satins, and thread
began to take a toll on the Mexican silk industry. It is reported that the Philippine galleon
Santa Ana, in 1587 carried so many silks “that they were stacked like casks.”7
For over 200 years the Manila galleon trade connected this part of the New World to
the silks of Asia, specifically China. By the 18th century French and other European silks
were available as well. With the influx of these imported silks, the use of “indigenous
silk” became more and more obscure. Table 16 in Chance’s book is an inventory record
of the goods in a store in 1780 in the Villa Alta District of the Sierra Juarez. In this store
there were “6 pounds, 4 ounces of silk, various colors @ 15p 4r” and “2 pounds, 8 ounces
of loose silk @ 8 p.”8 There is no way of knowing if this silk is imported from Asia or
locally produced. The use of “indigenous silk” thread in commercially woven fabrics in
the intervening years between the 1600s and today in contrast to imported European and
Asian silk is highly doubtful.

5

Ibid., 25.
Ibid., 15.
7
Ibid., 85.
8
Chance, John K. Conquest of the Sierra. 1989:99.
6
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However, we do know that locally handspun, backstrap woven textiles of the native
villagers continued throughout this period, with the village by village differentiation that
has become the hallmark of indigenous Mexican costume. One often sees the continued
use of silk thread woven or embroidered in these traditional textiles. Whether this silk
thread is imported or produced in Mexico is often not clear. However, given the isolation
of these villages and the importance of beautiful dress, there is little reason to doubt that
use of silk thread was adapted to personal use sometime during the 16th century and
continued thereafter. There are recorded references from 1603, 1676, and as late as 1770
of huipils and head cloths being made of silk produced in the Mixteca.9 Irmgard Johnson
records an “extraordinary” huipil using crimson silk that is thought to be from the
Mixteca and date to the late 1800s.10 In the early 1970s the writings of Lily de Jonge
Osborne and of Donald and Dorothy Cordry heightened my interest in and sensitivity to
looking for silk in contemporary Mexican textiles. This literature mentioning the use of
silk in traditional textiles and museum examples of textiles from Oaxaca became an
important resource to finding if certain villages might still be using silk thread.
The Textile Museum in Washington DC and the Museum of Man in San Diego were
two key resources. The Textile Museum has two examples of posahuancos, the
handsome warp striped wrapped skirts, which contain a silk warp band that is thought to
be handspun. These skirts are worn by the Mixtec speakers living in the lowland coast of
Oaxaca. From the Zapotec speaking Villa Alta District of the Sierra Juarez, the Museum
of Man has eight handspun, backstrap woven belts from the towns of San Francisco
Cajonos, San Pedro Cajonos and San Pablo Yaganiza.11 The posahuancos at the Textile
Museum were collected in the 1960s. Diana Ryesky documented the weaving and
wearing use of posahuancos in the Mixteca Baja region from 1974–75.12 When I visited
Pinotepa de Don Luis in 1977, there was an abundance of lovely posahuancos being
worn both in the town and in the market in Pinotepa Nacional. Because these skirts were
worn for everyday use none of them appeared to have the silk warp stripe. Nor did the
web for the skirt on a backstrap loom which I photographed have any silk in it. Diana
Ryesky writes “…for very fine skirts, an expensive silk thread (Sp. hiladillo; Mix. Yu’ba
to’o) dyed a wine color perhaps with cochineal or, more likely today, with an aniline dye,
is purchased during the dry fairs from traders from the Mixteca Alta.”13 This information
and the museum pieces became the clues that there might well be hand made silk still
being traded from the mountainous Mixteca Alta area down to the coastal Mixtec area. It
is with this background that in 2001 I first began making trips into the mountains of both
the Mixteca and the Sierra Juarez in Oaxaca to photograph and document any silk that
might still be locally produced and used.

9

de Ávila, Alejandro. Historia de Oaxaca Vol.lll 1997:224.
Johnson, Irmgard Weitlaner. Artes de Mexico, 1995:34.
11
Pieces in the Anita Jones Collection at the Museum of Man were collected in the 1950s and 1960s.
This collection included 1000 catalogued Oaxacan Textiles as well as field notes and field
photographs.
12
Ryesky, Diana. “Wrap-around Skirts from Pinotepa de Don Luis.” Ethnographic Textiles of the
Western Hemisphere. 1976.
13
Ibid., 258.
10
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In 2001, this quest for silk production first took me to San Mateo Peñasco, a town in
the Mixteca Alta, the area where silk was produced in great abundance during the 1500s.
Today San Mateo is known to be the only place in the Mixteca Alta where “indigenous
silk” continues to be grown and spun.14 While no one in San Mateo today wears silk,
what does reinforce this limited production of silk in San Mateo is the continued weaving
and wearing of the posahuancos in Pinotepa de Don Luis on the Oaxaca coast. How long
this silk thread has been traded to the coast we do not know, but we do know that the
trade routes taken by the traders to the coast and the markets visited there are of very
ancient origin, likely antedating the Spanish Conquest. People also come from the Mixtec
town of Santiago Ixtayutla, a two day walk from the coast, to purchase the silk skeins to
weave supplementary silk weft in their garments. The hand woven pants and shirt of the
men as well as the woman’s huipil are very distinctive because of the use of the crimson
dyed thread prepared in San Mateo. In 1975, Diana Ryesky purchased three such skeins
in the weekly market in the coastal Mixtec town of Huaxpaltepec. In 2001, in San Mateo
I acquired a spindle with silk thread on it. In a recent comparison of this thread to the
“expensive” silk skeins purchased on the coast 26 years earlier by Diana Ryesky, there
was very little difference in the feel, the dye color and the twist of the silk.
Fine posahuancos such as examples in museums, orders on request such as Diana
Ryesgy’s skirt, and skirts woven and worn for weddings and religious celebrations in
these coastal towns will have not only a warp stripe of costly crimson silk but also warp
patterned stripes of native indigo and the Purapura pansa purple shell fish dyed cotton
thread.15 One can only guess how long this traditional skirt has persisted. Because both
the fiber and the dyes are native and continue to be woven on the backstrap loom, this
same skirt could have well been worn for centuries. The inclusion of silk would have
occurred in the 1500s or later.
The Villa Alta District in the Sierra Juarez is a mountainous area about three hours by
dirt road northeast of Oaxaca City. This area is a traditional spinning and weaving area,
as is so much of the state of Oaxaca. Traditionally it has been an area of predominantly
white cotton backstrap woven textiles with a superimposed wrapped silk belt. The belt,
worn in several of these towns, has been of a hand spun, hand woven crimson silk such as
is seen in the pieces in the Anita Jones Collection at the Museum of Man.16 In 2001,
2002, and 2003, I was able to visit three of the towns in the “Cajonos area”17. It was clear
14

After the boiling of the cocoons the silk filaments are first handspun and then spun tighter with a
support spindle, the same spindle used for centuries in Mexico to spin cotton. Photographed by author
in San Mateo de Peñoles in 2001.
15
At one time this silk thread was dyed with cochineal. An elderly spinner that I spoke with in San
Mateo indicated that she thought the mother of her mother,“ su madre de su madre,”used cochineal
for dyeing the silk.
16
The spinning here also takes place after the cocoons have been boiled during which the outside
yellow color of the cocoons disappears. Again as in San Mateo a soft mass of cocoons results. It is
from this mass that individual cocoons are pulled. After pulling open each cocoon and removing the
pieces of pupa a “bracelet” made of each cocoon is placed around the wrist. It is from these multiple
bracelets that the filaments will be spun on to the spindle or spinning wheel as was photographed in
both San Marin and San Pedro.
17
In 2001 and 2003 both San Pedro Cajonos and San Miguel Cajonos were visited. In 2001 and 2003
there were overnight visits to San Pablo Yaganiza.
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that many changes in the silk culture were occurring. San Pablo Yaganiza was the one
area where elderly women were seen continuing to spin and wear the crimson belt. It was
clear talking to spinners in the three towns cited that the production of silk, while no
longer for personal use, was being produced more and more for commercial use.18 In San
Pedro Cajonos handspun silk was being backstrap woven into rebosos for the exterior
market. In 2003, in San Martin three men were spinning on recently purchased electric
spinning wheels while nearby a young woman in jeans was weaving a reboso on a new
floor loom. The finished white reboso folded on the arm of the large loom was offered at
$400 dollars.19
The Mexican government is now encouraging the commercialization of silk
production. A new hybridized white cocoon from Japan is being introduced as well as
new varieties of mulberry. It is the intent of the recently built sericulture center in the
Tlacolula Valley of Oaxaca to oversee that the long used yellow cocoon and the native
“morera criolla” are replaced. How long the yellow cocoon has been used for spinning in
this area is not certain but it may well be a direct descendant of the first cocoons
introduced by Cortez and his men. Its cultivation appears to have been sustained through
the centuries by its use in traditional dress of Oaxaca State.20 In 2002 and 2003, I
observed small rearing boxes in individual homes in San Martin Cajonos and San Pedro
Cajonos. The moth, the eggs, and actively eating caterpillars were photographed in small
cardboard boxes filled with yellow cocoons. The leaves they were eating were that of the
native mulberry, commonly called, “morera criolla.”
The major center for the introduction of new varieties of cocoons is the government
run sericulture center in San Luis Potosi. It is here over a period of several years where
there has been an interchange of Japanese and Mexican information regarding the
introduction of what is considered a better silk worm. The Japanese bred white cocoons
are more uniform and denser than the yellow ones still used in Oaxaca. With the
introduction of the hybridized Japanese cocoons, these government subsidized sericulture
centers hope to replace the spinning of silk presently done in the mountains of Oaxaca
with the reintroduction of reeling. The new white cocoons when reeled produce as much
as 1,200 yards of silk filament while the yellow cocoons if reeled produce 400 to 700
yards. The sericulture center near Oaxaca city uses a silk electric wheel to demonstrate
this process to visiting villagers. So far reeling of silk has not been reported in the
traditional spinning areas.
18

In Yaganiza a young woman in contemporary dress who was an excellent spinner indicated that a
Mexican Government bus had come through these towns in 1999 and picked her up as well as others
and transported them north to San Luis Potosi. It was here that they were exposed to new apparatus
and the new Japanese cocoons. Her biggest desire at that moment was to have a spinning wheel to
replace the support spindle with which she was working.
19
Plain woven rebosos are beginning to appear in the stores in Oaxaca city. These continue to have the
knobby texture of handspun silk and are sometimes natural dyed. Presently they are available for
$350-$400 dollars. It is no longer clear whether these are being spun with the yellow or the recently
introduced white cocoon. The textured surface would indicate that the thread is being spun and not
reeled.
20
In the 1950s there was a major government sweep for spraying of insecticide for malaria. This turned
out to be a major catastrophe for a number of silk producing towns such as Teotilán del Valle and San
Pedro Peñoles.
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At present it appears that the use of white cocoon is still in introductory stages.
Adriana Leyna Orozco (el ingeniero del programa de sericulture, el tequio) goes
annually to San Luis Potosi to acquire the eggs for silk. These are brought to Oaxaca
20,000 at a time in a small 3 x 8 inch container. Rather than distribute the eggs
immediately, they are given to the silk rearing towns after two weeks of initial feeding at
the sericulture center. The remaining two weeks of the feeding and growth cycle of the
caterpillars is completed in private homes in the mountain towns.
My first introduction to the use of white cocoons was in 2001 while visiting a
spinner’s home in San Mateo. Here instead of the yellow cocoons, there were hundreds of
white cocoons spread out on the tin roof of the house as well as on the cement floor of the
porch. In addition there were hundreds of white cocoons already stored in large plastic
bags leaning against an interior wall. It was a week later when I first visited the
sericulture center outside of Oaxaca and I learned that these white cocoons were not
being matured in the village.21 The cocoons seen the week before had been spread out in
the heat of the sun to kill the pupae before it matured into the egg laying moth. Once
killed, these cocoons can be stored for future use.
It appears that a silk industry may be reemerging in Mexico, centered in San Luis
Potosi and in Oaxaca. The next decade or two will likely be critical for the success or
failure, depending on the wider market acceptance of relatively high prices for
specialized pieces.
While the continued traditional wearing of distinctive dress in each town is facing near
extinction, textiles woven on a backstrap loom and possibly still containing silk are
continuing to be produced for tourism and for collectors. Weekly dances in hotels and the
annual dance festival, the guelagueta, in Oaxaca City, continue to reinforce the making of
these pieces. In addition, Oaxaca entrepreneurs are now investing in the reintroduction of
traditional garments to towns where they were once worn. San Bartolo Yautepec is a
town where huipils are now woven only for the outside market. Pieces from here in past
and now in the present weaving as well, use a supplementary weft of crimson colored
silk. It is possible that this silk may be handspun in San Mateo Peñasco.
With commercialization of products for the market such as silk rebosos and the
continued demand for traditional textiles of the region by tourists and collectors perhaps
the inclusion of fine silk (especially hand spun silk), the use of natural dyes, and the use
of the traditional back strap loom will continue. To discover whether the centuries old
yellow cocoon is replaced by the white cocoon, or spinning replaced by reeling, one will
have to again return to the mountains of Oaxaca.

21

Reconfirmed by Arian Leyna Orozco at the Sericulture Center in Oaxaca Oct. 27, 2004.
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